Self-Determination Theory
Evolved from a humanistic perspective, Self-Determination Theory (SDT) is a comprehensive macro-theory that is often utilized by researchers to understand human behavior (Teixeira, Carraca, Markland, Silva, & Ryan, 2012) , and is centered on the psychological health of individuals (Teixeira et al., 2012) . SDT has been supported and extended by numerous empirical studies, making it a powerful framework for understanding human experience (Deci & Ryan, 2002) . According to SDT, all individuals require the satisfaction of three basic psychological needs to achieve personal wellbeing: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000) . Autonomy concerns the feeling that one's behavior is choiceful and self-determined (de Charms, 1968) ; competence refers to feeling competent and confident in one's behaviour (White, 1959) ; and relatedness emphasizes the sense of belonging and feeling personally close to others (Deci & Ryan, 2000) . All individuals require satisfaction of these three psychological needs to function in a healthy manner (Deci & Ryan, 2000) .
While current literature on international students' academic acculturation provides suggestions such as providing social support and language learning to better support international students' success, the literature lacks a comprehensive theoretical framework to explain international students' academic acculturation in higher education (Cho, 2017) . Given that academic acculturation is viewed as a dynamic psychological adaptation process (Berry, 1997) , and that SDT is concerned with psychological well-being, SDT can serve as a valuable theoretical framework to conceptualize the wellbeing of post-secondary international students and point to comprehensive recommendations. As such, we chose SDT as the lens to guide our literature review, study design and data analysis, and to illuminate our understanding of the complex psychological processes university international students experience during their academic acculturation.
Reviewing the Literature: Intersections of Oral Language Proficiency, Academic Acculturation, and Self-Determination Theory
Among the four skills of language proficiency (listening, speaking, reading, and writing), speaking is particularly important for international students' academic acculturation. The lack of ability to communicate orally in English with native speakers in a new culture hinders the satisfaction of the three basic human psychological needs proposed by SDT: autonomy, competence, and relatedness (Deci & Ryan, 2000) .
With regard to the need for autonomy, oral English proficiency could influence international students' ability to self-determine behavioural choices in a variety of settings. In academic settings, international students with low oral English proficiency may feel constrained when making course selection decisions and during academic communication with professors and classmates (Zhang & Beck, 2014) . In social settings, students with low oral English proficiency often feel they must withdraw from activities involving oral communication (Yi, 2004) . A lack of oral language proficiency narrows international students' behavioural choices, therefore is likely to undermine the satisfaction of international students' need for autonomy.
Oral English proficiency is also linked to international students' sense of competence. Talking to native speakers is a prime factor in international students' perceived communication competence (Zimmermann, 1995) , while frequent intercultural contact based on oral communication enhances international students' English language self-confidence (Yang, Noels, & Saumure, 2006) . Students who effectively communicate orally tend to perceive themselves as more competent and, therefore, feel more confident during their acculturation process than students who have inadequate oral English capacity (Rosenthal, Russell, & Thomson, 2006) .
Studies also demonstrate that oral communicative competence is closely connected to the satisfaction of international students' need for relatedness. The inability to speak the host language fluently is a primary inhibiter for international students in developing intercultural friendships (Hayes & Lin, 1994) . International students who can communicate fluently in oral English have a higher sense of connectedness to English-speaking surroundings when compared with other international students with limited oral English capacity (Rosenthal et al., 2006) . In particular, Chinese international students are more likely to experience acculturative psychological stress due to their generally lower oral English capacity (in relation to other international students) (Chen, Liu, Zhao, & Yeung, 2015; Ippolito, 2007) . Given the rising number of Chinese international students worldwide and the often-reported harsh academic acculturation they experience, there exists an ongoing need to further understand the academic acculturation processes of Chinese international students (Meng, Zhu, & Cao, 2018) .
Accordingly, the purpose of this study was to understand the academic acculturation experiences of Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency who were studying at a mid-sized Canadian university. Two research questions guided the research: (1) What are the academic acculturation experiences of four Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency? (2) How do these students describe the impact of their low oral English proficiency had on their academic acculturation?
Methods
In alignment with the purpose and research questions, this study was guided by a multiple case study design (Yin, 2003) . Four different individual cases were examined to understand the academic acculturation experiences of Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency: Kandy, Selina, Nick, and Lisa, different from each other with respect to disciplines and duration of academic acculturation, were purposefully chosen from a broader pool of participants to enable the in-depth exploration of the uniqueness of each case while additionally contrasting similarities and differences through cross-case analysis (Stake, 1995) . A multiple case study approach enables researchers to explore "multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth data collection involving multiple sources of information" (Creswell, 2007, p. 73) and to report individual case descriptions and themes (Stake, 1995) . As such, we identified multiple case study as an effective method for developing understanding of the academic acculturation experiences of Chinese international students with low oral English proficiency.
Case Selection
We selected a mid-sized Canadian university where English is the medium of instruction to serve as the context of our study. We required that students were Chinese and were attending university classes. We also used students' admission "Test of English as a Foreign Language" (TOEFL) or "International English Language Testing System" (IELTS) scores as a sampling criterion. If their spoken English scores were at or below the minimum requirement for admission into the university's undergraduate program, the students were considered low in oral English proficiency and given consideration for participation. Other inclusion criteria included enrollment in different programs at the university and different lengths of study in Canada. Because the study required in-depth exploration of Chinese international students' academic acculturation experiences, we decided to carry out multiple data collection sessions with a small number of cases, following Creswell's (2007) methodological recommendation of a maximum of four or five cases. In total, seven students responded to our recruitment call. Three were purposefully excluded as they did not meet the inclusion criterion of low oral English proficiency; their TOEFL speaking scores fell above the minimum requirement for their university admission. The remaining four were invited to participate in this study. We stopped further recruitment after selecting four eligible participants, following Creswell's (2007) methodological recommendation of a maximum of four or five cases.
Data Collection
Semi-structured interviews
The first author, who is proficient in both Chinese and English, conducted two one-on-one interviews with each participant. We used a pre-determined interview protocol to help elicit directly relevant data to answer the research questions (Leins, Fisher, Pludwinski, Rivard, & Robertson, 2014) , but kept to a semi-structured interview format because it was flexible for capturing voices and experiences (Rabionet, 2011) . Each interview began with greetings and an explanation of purpose of the study and the procedures of the interview. Then the participants were asked questions on their overall academic acculturation experiences which included: 1) Can you tell me about your life studying here in general? 2) Can you tell me one of your happiest memories studying in Canada? 3) Can you tell me one of your most frustrating experiences studying in Canada? Next, the participants were asked questions on their academic acculturation experiences specifically related to oral English communication which included: 1) Can you share your oral communication experiences with other students, instructors, and English-speakers outside of school? 2) Can you share your experiences where you found oral English communication difficult studying in Canada? 3) Can you share your experiences where you found oral English communication easy studying here? Lastly, the participants were asked the question related to their chosen artifact: Why did you choose/create this piece for the representation of your acculturation experiences? Probing questions were asked based on participants' answers throughout the interview. One followup interview was also conducted with all four participants after the preliminary analysis of initial interviews to clarify themes or questions that emerged from the data.
All interviews, ranging from 60 to 120 minutes, were conducted in person in Chinese, as the participants were low in oral English proficiency and it was necessary to use the language that they felt most comfortable with and proficient in to describe the richness of their academic acculturation experiences. All interviews were audio-recorded and later transcribed (in Chinese) by the first author. Then the Chinese transcription was sent to the participant to verify that it captured what the participant intended to communicate before translation into English by the first author for data analysis.
Artistic artifacts
To open up participants' expression of richer answers (Bagnoli, 2009 ), and to serve as an additional data source to understand the studied phenomenon, we incorporated artistic representations of participants' academic acculturation experiences during the interviews. Prior to the first interview, participants were asked to choose or create a piece or multiple pieces of art to represent some aspect or aspects of their academic acculturation experiences. We encouraged participants to choose an art form with which they felt comfortable (e.g., poetry, song writing, painting). Then, during the interview, we asked the participants to explain why and how the art works they chose or created represented their experiences, to ensure that our interpretation of the art works they brought was responsive to their own meanings and associations. The art works were collected as part of the data.
Reflexive journal and field notes
The first author kept a reflexive journal to record internal researcher reflections, including assumptions, reactions, and thoughts during the data collection and analysis process, which made the research process visible and provided an additional source of information and triangulation (Ortlipp, 2008) . In addition, field notes were taken by the first author immediately after the interviews to record observations, initial thoughts and feelings, when "the situation was still fresh" (Patton, 2002, p. 302) to contribute additional data and help provide a richer description of the participant (Patton, 2002) .
Data Analysis
Cross-case synthesis was used for analysis (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 1995) . As recommended by Stake (1995) , the data analysis began with studying each case for its description and themes in a multiple case study design. This process involved (a) organizing each individual case data into a descriptive narrative of the participant's academic acculturation experiences; (b) examining each individual narrative and coding significant text segments relevant to the research questions; (c) examining and aggregating the coded texts into categories; d) refining categories into case-specific themes (Creswell, 2007) . After completing the case-by-case analysis, cross-case synthesis was used for cross-case analysis (Creswell, 2007; Stake, 1995) . After revisiting the codes and themes generated for each of the four individual cases, we made comparisons across the cases to identify broader overarching themes that were present in four cases, as well as themes that were salient and specific to each individual case (Stake, 1995) .
Findings
We begin our presentation of findings with a short description of each participant's academic acculturation narrative to provide contextual background. Following the narrative descriptions, we report the themes that emerged in the cross-case analysis, highlighting the academic acculturation patterns across all four cases. Throughout the findings section we employ direct quotations from the participants to best capture their authentic lived experiences (Wang, Clark, & Scheel, 2016) . All names are pseudonyms.
Case Descriptions

Kandy
At the time of the interview Kandy was enrolled in the math undergraduate program in the university. She was admitted to the program with an International English Language Testing System (IELTS) spoken score of 6 with an overall score of 6.5 out of 9. She had been in Canada for a year and a half when we spoke with her. Kandy was considered a very high-achieving student in China. For her high school English tests, she usually achieved somewhere around 135 out of 150 (90%). In an English language education context where grades are the core focus, her teachers and parents all praised her English proficiency. Consequently, before she came to Canada, Kandy was very confident that she would be able to communicate in English, thinking to herself, "Ah, it's just speaking ABCs. How hard could it be?" She was very excited about beginning her international study before her arrival in Canada.
However, very soon after beginning her Canadian journey Kandy's excitement was replaced by shock, embarrassment, frustration, and loneliness. It suddenly dawned on her that her oral English was "worlds apart" from the English spoken by Canadians, and that she was not even speaking English but "Chinglish," a blend of Chinese and English that was often difficult for her Canadian peers to understand. She was not able to bond with Canadians around her to make friends because she could not engage in smooth conversations. After more than a year of study, Kandy gradually started to learn to navigate her life (thanks to connections to the Chinese international student community on campus) but still found it hard to socialize with her Canadian peers and was nervous about speaking English. She explained:
For instance, I still don't know how to say "gym" correctly. Every time I talk to the Canadian students, they think I am saying "dream" instead. So, whenever I tried to say "gym," I would have to stop to think about it. They would always say, "repeat after me." I would repeat after them every time. But every time I said it differently. Even I could tell that I said it differently every time. So, I still don't know how to say "gym" correctly after more than a year in Canada. It is just frustrating, and I still cannot make real close Canadian friends.
Selina
At the time of her first interview, Selina had been in the university language program for about four months, which she was required to complete before she could officially start her undergraduate study. She was admitted to the program with an International English Language Testing System (IELTS) spoken score of 5.5 out of 9. Selina came to Canada for her final year of high school after studying two years in an international high school in China. Including her one year of high school study, she had been in Canada for a year and a half when we spoke with her.
During the interview, Selina reported experiencing a number of struggles with her academic acculturation during her Canadian high school study, and so she felt happy and relieved about the conditional university admission with a year of language study to re-learn the basics of English before she actually started her undergraduate program. However, her family felt the opposite. Selina reported that her parents could not understand why she didn't have many opportunities to speak English in Canada. They could not understand that Selina was "afraid" to speak the Chinglish that constantly caused communication difficulties in her conversations with Canadians. Instead Selina's family blamed for her not working hard enough to learn and acculturate.
Being in the university language program, most of Selina's daily learning and social activities happened within the School of English, separated from other regular undergraduate students on campus. Given the fact that the majority of students in her language class were from China, Selina almost always spoke Chinese outside of class and had only Chinese friends. She expressed concerns about the language program being deficient in preparing her for her undergraduate study together with other Canadian students. She explained:
We only have two sessions of spoken English per week, which is not much. Although I find the content regarding the sound system of English that is occasionally covered in the spoken class extremely useful, it is not enough for me to improve to a level of communication confidence . . . it is not systemically taught. . . also, frankly, [with regard to the teachers in the school of English] I feel English native speakers don't really understand basic phonetic sounds very clearly . . . it is actually difficult to learn the very basics of spoken English from native speakers . . . If I can't communicate in English with other Canadian students, how I am gonna make friends with them?
Nick
When we first interviewed Nick, he was enrolled in the engineering program and had been in Canada for six months. Nick completed two months of summer language coursework before he officially started his undergraduate study. He was admitted to the university with an overall IELTS score of 6 and a spoken score of 5.5.
Nick described a strong desire to socialize with other Canadian students. Even though he only interacted with his Chinese friends outside the classroom, he made it very clear that he in fact did not want to stay in the Chinese international student community, and preferred making friends with Canadians. But due to his oral English deficiency, he was not able to develop any meaningful relationships with his Canadian peers, which forced him to turn to other Chinese international students to build relationships-to feel "secure" and "connected."
When Nick was in the summer language program, he did not feel too much academic pressure even though he was nervous about speaking English in class. But once he started his undergraduate courses in the fall, he was completely overwhelmed. Since Nick came from a family that had high academic expectations, he was extremely stressed about the serious direct impact of low oral English proficiency on his grades. In describing his artifact, the artistic representation of his academic acculturation experience, a photo he took of the stairs in the library endlessly spiralling downwards, Nick explained:
When I was looking down the stairs from the top floor of the library, I felt like I was being suffocated by all the review and preview for my exams and quizzes, desperately trying to catch a breath but to no avail. For a task that took one hour for the Canadian students, I would probably need five hours. It has become well known among Chinese students that we cannot get a good grade in courses with group projects. In my geography course, Chinese students' grades are generally 20 points less than the Canadian students'.
Lisa
At the time of the interview, Lisa was enrolled in the Arts and Science undergraduate program and had been in Canada for four months. She was admitted to the university with an IELTS spoken score of 5.5 and a global score of 6.5. Lisa described herself as a very high achieving, socially active and influential student in her previous studies in China. Of particular note, her mother was an English teacher in China.
Similar to Kandy, Lisa was very optimistic about her English communication capacity and her international study before she came to Canada. She had a strong desire to socialize with the host culture community. Consequently, her academic acculturation process was very painful, as she felt dominated by native English speakers and excluded due to her very limited oral English capacity. In describing her academic acculturation, feelings of loss and inferiority featured prominently. Lisa took a picture of a barren tree as her artistic representation of her academic acculturation experiences, and explained:
Studying here in Canada with limited spoken English makes me feel like that barren tree in the picture. Unlike the other trees around it, it has lost all its leaves. It's all barren. It's just like my life here as an international student in a Canadian university-I lost everything I had in China, my social influence, my confidence, my voice, and everything, just like that tree in the picture, barren. Nothing worked after I arrived here because of my inability to communicate, academically or socially. My inability to speak English takes my voice away in the Canadian community. When I could not say what I thought and how I felt, when I was unable to have conversations with Canadian students on an equal basis, I felt weak among them.
Cross-Case Themes
Four cross-case themes were evident amongst the academic acculturation experiences of the participants: (a) emotional pain, (b) involuntary isolation, (c) helplessness, and (d) regret.
Emotional pain
For all four participants, emotional pain featured prominently in their descriptions of academic acculturation. The pain resulted from the discrepancy between the participants' high expectations for their overseas study and their harsh acculturation reality. Emotionally painful feelings of "shock," "frustration," "embarrassment," "shame," "anxiety", and "inferiority" were prevalent throughout all participants' academic acculturation stories as they described encountering a variety of communication barriers. The students became anxious and nervous, because they knew they were "supposed to participate by speaking English" (Kandy), yet they were "not able to express themselves in English" (Selina). As Kandy explained, the "heart-wrenching feelings" resulting from her inability to communicate made her feel like "that person in The Scream" (Edvard Munch's famously haunting painting-Kandy's artistic representation of her acculturation experiences).
Involuntary isolation
Even though all four participants felt Canadian students were very welcoming and friendly, and desired to socialize and integrate into the host communities, they "could not bond with Canadian students" (Lisa) due to their limited oral language capacity. As a result, all of them failed to gain a sense of relatedness to the Canadian surroundings and perceived themselves as outsiders in Canada; they felt rejected by the host culture community. Eventually, after perceiving repeated rejection in their attempts to initiate conversations to develop personal relationships with Canadians, participants started to close up emotionally and gave up trying to find a place in the Canadian community. But this choice of separating from host communities on and off campus was not a personal preferred choice; it was "forced" by their inability to communicate in English. The students were separated from the host culture community and were "not living in an English-speaking environment" (Nick) despite their repeated attempts to integrate.
Helplessness
Another common theme amongst the participants' acculturation stories was helplessness. Participants experienced helplessness when they were unable to access support to relieve the psychological stress they experienced during acculturation. Although participants maintained communication with their parents and friends in China, these people were not able to provide the understanding or empathy the students needed.
Participants described trying to explain to their parents about the difficulties they were experiencing in Canada, but their parents could not empathize due to their own perceptions of their academic acculturation. Participants' parents generally held the assumption that their children's English proficiency would just quickly materialize once they started to study in an Englishspeaking country, because they perceived the English-speaking environment to be full of opportunities for them to practice English communication, unaware of the isolation their children faced. Instead of offering comfort or support, parents blamed the students for not trying to make friends with Canadians to improve their spoken English. Similarly, all participants described how their friends back in China could not offer the empathy they needed because they "had not lived the academic acculturation experience" (Kandy).
In addition, even though psychological counselling was ostensibly available to all the students through university services, none of them chose to access it due to a worry of their inability to communicate with counsellors.
Regret
Another theme that was prominent among the students' acculturation stories was the theme of regret. Realizing how misguided and inadequate their English language preparations had been, the students felt regret. The painful acculturation experiences that resulted from their inability to communicate in English in Canada made the participants reflect on their English learning experiences back in China. This reflection awakened them to the misconceptions their parents and teachers held regarding English language learning and international education. Before their international experiences, all participants and their parents and teachers in China held the belief that, if students received the required IELTS/TOEFL score, their English was adequate for international study, and that their spoken English would improve very quickly after they came to Canada, as they imagined that they would be speaking English every day with Canadians around them. However, the participants instead experienced isolation from the host community. After realizing that test grades do not necessarily transfer to communication ability and that their minimum admission IELTS/TOEFL speaking score was "far from enough" (Nick) to get by in Canada, the participants felt deeply regretful about focusing their overseas educational preparation on test-taking skills and vocabulary and grammar rote learning, which was "useless" (Kandy) in terms of real day-to-day communication.
Discussion
The four themes of (a) emotional pain, (b) involuntary isolation, (c) helplessness, and (d) regret that emerged from our analysis clearly indicate that the participants' academic acculturation was a psychologically harsh process. When considered through the lens of Self-Determination Theory, it became apparent that the participants' low oral English proficiency severely compromised their ability to experience autonomy, competence, and relatedness, negatively impacting their psychological wellbeing during their international study in Canada.
With regard to autonomy (when one identifies one's behavior as being choiceful and self-determined), the participants clearly indicated that their lack of oral English proficiency restricted their choices. In academic settings, participants described how their limited spoken English restricted the choice of elective courses they could take, and the kind of help they could access from instructors and peers in compulsory courses. Non-academically, staying in the Chinese students' community for socializing was not a preferred choice but the only choice available to the participants as a result of their inability to socialize with Canadian students.
In addition, findings from this study confirm the positive correlation identified in the literature between oral English proficiency and international students' sense of competence (when one feels confident and capable in one's actions) (Rosenthal et al., 2006) . In this study, failure to engage in both intercultural social contact and academic contact undermined participants' selfconfidence, leaving them feeling "somehow not good enough" (Lisa) compared to other Canadian students or students with sufficient oral English capacity. The self-confidence of all four participants suffered because of their low oral English proficiency, causing them to engage even less in local encounters, hindering language development and decreasing prospects of their successful academic acculturation (Sawir et al., 2012) , which in turn further undermined their sense of competency.
Finally, the satisfaction of the need for relatedness, that is, belonging and connection (Deci & Ryan, 2000) , of four participants was hindered by their limited oral English communication capacity during their academic acculturation. The feeling of loneliness and isolation was prevalent. As identified by Hong, Fox, and Almarza (2007) , the number of host culture friends that international students have in a new social environment is a major factor for them to acculturate successfully. However, as a direct result of the inability to engage in meaningful and smooth social conversations, none of the participants had close intercultural relationships. Although all participants reported that Canadian students were kind and sociable, initiating conversations with them and inviting them to social events at the beginning of their academic acculturation, none of the four students was able to develop meaningful intercultural relationships as their inability to speak English fluently was too inhibiting (Hayes & Lin, 1994) .
In summary, as a result of the participants' low oral English proficiency, their psychological needs of autonomy, competence and relatedness were not met, causing severe negative impact on their psychological well-being. Although a plethora of studies have looked at international students' academic acculturation and their overall language proficiency (Smith & Khawaja, 2011) , few researchers have focused attention to what emerged from the participant narratives in this study as the "biggest barrier" to academic acculturation-the ability to speak English. The oral component of English has profound academic and social ramifications in an English-speaking environment where native speakers are the majority and native-like English is the expectation and the norm (Derwing & Munro, 2005) .
Implications
It is significant that Chinese international students who have stayed in the host academic community for less than two years perceived the spoken component of English as the most salient stressor in their academic acculturation in this study, emphasizing the urgent need for stakeholders to proactively mitigate the negative effect of low oral language proficiency on international students' academic acculturation.
Educators who have international students in their classes should be made aware of the particular challenges new international students might face due to their insufficient ability to orally communicate. Course designs that better support acculturating international students' sense of autonomy and competence could be explored. Alternative assignment options that give acculturating international students more autonomy to choose the academic tasks that allow them to demonstrate their learning is encouraged. For example, group work and oral presentations can pose additional hurdles for participants in this study that have not acculturated successfully. As an alternative to group work, submitting an individual written report accompanied by a recorded oral presentation could significantly reduce the stress that the participants experience in English public speaking. Educators need to understand and strive to accommodate the needs of international students with limited oral communication capacity as a way to move towards education equity in the increasingly diverse post-secondary classrooms.
Additionally, in order to be truly inclusive and responsible, higher education institutions should pay particular attention to the design of support programs to better reach and include international students with low oral English proficiency on campus. Recognizing that low oral proficiency inherently creates a barrier for acculturating international students to build relationships with the host community, student mentoring programs designed to specifically connect newly arrived international students with other successfully acculturated international students or host community members could help satisfy their need for relatedness in a foreign environment. Students services offered to acculturating international students such as social events and personal counselling could include members that are culturally and linguistically diverse. If international students bring extra revenue to host country institutions (Zhang & Beck, 2014) , budgeting for the extra support they require for success is not just a consideration but a responsibility.
Furthermore, higher education institutions should reconsider their current admission language proficiency test score requirements. The narratives from our participants signify that even with high scores in listening, reading, and writing, a low score for speaking could indicate the likelihood of severe challenges for international students to acculturate. If low oral English proficiency significantly hinders international students' success, a more stringent requirement for the spoken score should be considered instead of just focusing on the overall score of a language proficiency test (comprising listening, speaking, reading, and writing). Many higher education institutions have a lower requirement for the spoken score than reading, writing and listening. This gives a misleading message to international students regarding what they truly need to succeed in an Englishspeaking academic context. Lastly, Chinese students and parents interested in international education need to understand the value of oral English proficiency for overseas studies and the relationship between oral communication and international students' academic acculturation. The focus of international education preparation needs to be shifted to actual authentic English communication capacities instead of admission language proficiency test score requirements. Meanwhile, Chinese English educators need to recognize that narrow test-grade-centered curricula deprive students of opportunities to truly understand the long-term goal of learning language for real-world communication and comprehend what it actually takes to prepare for an international education.
